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ABSTRACT 

A study was conducted to determine which variables 
influence "high risk** women students to persist to graduation from a 
community college and which. variables influence ^iow risk" women 
students to drop out of college. The study involved in-depth 
qualitative interviews with 17 returning adult women over 24 years of 
age. Study findings supported Tintb's model of student retention 
which stresses the importance of academic and social integration into 
college for students' college success. However, study findings 
suggested a reevaluatipn of the definitions of academic and social 
integration, arguing that: (ll cicademic integration should not 
necessarily be defined as good grades^ as many institutional 
persisters were satisfied to receive a B or C in light of their "role 
overloads," while system leavfrs often had excellent grades and high 
expectations of themselves; (2) academic integration had more 
relevance for the cases studied in terms of study habits^ learning 
processes, and the relationship between school and home life; (3) 
persisters had more formal and informal contact with faculty, viewing 
both types of relationships as part of their academic growth; (4) 
social integration for persisters did not necessarily mean 
participating in peer group activities or social events oh 
campus— -rather it involved positive contact with other students in 
the classroom or between classes; and (5) system leavers made fewer 
friends and avoided participation in peer group classroom activities 
or study groups between classes. (A7C) 
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?I^,^ ^?^ !''f?^^'"®"^^^ °°^^^5es and universities has brought the 
1990^ InH ;^h^ forefront in the 1980 's and the 

1990 s and the adult student market is seen as a way to mitigate 
tnis projected decline. However, little research on retention has 
focused on the adut t stude nt and no research has looked at 
exceptions to the^norm to try and gain insight into the retention/ 
lxperienee^^°°^^^ .interactive, occurring during the college 

This qualitative research study v/as designed to bridge that gap 
and to look at the question: y x i. gap 

What are the variables that influence "high risk" 
adult women students to persist to graduation and what 
are the variables that influence "low risk" adult 
women students to drop out of college? The subjects 
were 17 adult returning women over the age of 24 in 
a rural community college 

Results from in-depth qualitative interviews suggest 
support for Tinto's model of student retention in 
that academic and social integration into college is 
important for students^ college success. However, 
the research suggests a re-evaluation of the defini- 
tions of academic integration and social integration. 
This paper details what kinds of academic and social 
integration are important for adult returning women 
and how it differs from research on traditional-age 
students . 
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1 Framework 



MiTch of the research /on student retention in higher education 
has been based on Tinto' s (1975) theory, which is inter^ctive 
and longitudinal^ His model involves a complex series of 
socio-psychologicai interactions betwee students and. their 
institutional environment . The students bring to college 
certain characteristics such as family background , 
(socio-economic status, parental values) , personal at ributes 
jsex, race, academic ability, personal traits ) and 
experiences Ipre-college social and academic achievements) . 
They^alsp bring a predisposition to goal commitment and 
institutional commitment or loyalty to the college. These in 
turn interact with formal and informal attributes of the 
college environment,, which, lead to _ integration into the 
academic (grades _ahd_ ihtel lectual development) and social 
(peer group and faculty interactions) systems of the college. 
••Other things being equal t the higher the degree of 
integration of the individual into the college systems, the 
greater will be his commitment to the specific institution 
and to the goal of college completion." (Tintb 1975, p. 96) 

finto|s theory has been validated by six separate 
quantitative studies at four-year institutions as reported by 
Terenzini and Pascarel la (1980) and Pascarella and Chapman 
(1983). The theory has been validated in four-year urban 
commuter colleges by Pascarella, buby^ and Iverson (1983). 
These studies were al 1 quantitative and did not discriminate 
between adult or traditional-age students. They all studied 
four-year institutions. 

Two studies have attempted to validate Tinto "s model for 
adult students using a qualitative method. Weidman (1985) 
conducted a qualitative study by interviewing older women 
students enrolled in a vocational-technical two-year program. 
Comparisons were based on data obtained from 52 program 
graduates and 9? dropouts during the winter of 1979. 
Analysis of the information revealed. that students more than 
faculty were seen as important_sdcial contacts for the women 
students. As an expansion on Tinto • s model , evidence 
provided strong support for the cdnsideratibh of ••extra- _ 
institutional factors^^ such as family support and the ability 
to cope with problems of children and the welfare system as 
significant factors. jWeidman 1985) Neumann •s recent 
dissertation (1985) explored adult persisters from the 
standpoint of transfer students in a community college. He 
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npr^.-!?f^!^'^ to obtain data, from 15 leavers and 15 

persisters. Although not totally adhering to grounded 
theory, his findings refute those of Pascarella, Duby, and 
iverson (1983) and Pascarella and Chapman (1983) who^cll?m 
that social- integration is less important than academic 
integration. Neumann found social integration to be very 
important. He attributes this partially to the image of 
. community colleges as low prestige and therefore academic 

igfilF^'^Sr^^i^- °^ significant. (Neumann 

1985) He claims that external forces ifamily, neighborhoods, 
peer groups and work. settings) may influence decisions to go 
to^college, but once adults enroll, their importance is 

The^ limitation of the quantitative studies on Tinto's theory 
IS that by nature of the research techniques utilized, they 
result in models of risk where the statistics are calculated 
on averages. Characteristics of persisters and leavers are 
based on common patterns. The outliers or exceptions to the 
rule are discounted since quantitative results are often 

tHerfl^rJS?^^' K- ^^^^^^"''y ^"^^^ly the mean or mode 
to derive relationships or to describe characteristics. Thus 
the predictive or high risk models resulting from the 
quantative methodology describe relationships of evens 
characteristics^ outcomes and backgrounds of students derived 
from patterns of what is most common— what is most typical-- 
what IS most frequent. And when these models are used in 
g^nSrar practice there is a danger of mislabelling students, 
?flSiln^ ?n2^ courses or programs, or of missing 

diffX?Jnt ligSr " ""^^ ^ student in an entirely 

It is the opinion of the author that these outliers, or the. 
cases that do not conform to the high risk or predictive 
models, may^have something to say to research on retention. 
And since these exceptions cannot be explained by 
quantitative methods of research, a qualitative approach 
could reveal imformation pertinent to the processes involved 
m attrition -and retention. And in this situation, where 
even the qualitative research done on adults relied on 
typical cases, studies of exceptions to the rule could 
explore the process even more to give us a comprehensive 
outlook on students' decisions to leave or stay in college. 

The value of this approach of looking at the exceptions to 
^af^'''' "°t^'^ Brawer 1983 , Fox 1985 , and Tinto 

l-'85. _The value of studying the adult population in 
qcmmynity colleges has also been noted by Tinto (1982) since 
iiH^ ''^^ff''''^ has been done on adults or in the community 
StnH^nf^^^ ^T-^: there is a large population of adult 

students. (Tinto 1982, p. 693) 
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Objectives 



It is the opinion of the author that much can be learned from 
those students who do not fit the standard predictive models? 
who succeed in spite of being labeled "high. risk ^" or who 
leave the educational mileau when they should have persisted; 
Thus, one of the objectives of this research was to focus on 
the exceptions to therule of those students who would have 
been persisters or leavers as predicted by models in the 
current research. The author believed that this Unique 
approach would add a richness to the research on reteritibri 
that is missing from the literature.. 

The population selected was adult returning women in a irUral 
cbmmUhity college setting. Through in-depth interviews using 
qualitative research methods, another objective of the study 
was to determine what variables or characteristics could 
describe these "exceptional" women and what implications this 
could have for policies or programs in community colleges. 



Data Source 

The subjects were 17 adult returning women over the age of 24 
who were enrolled in a rural open admissions community 
college. These women were all commuter students who attended 
in the Fall of 1982 or the Spring of 1983 and they 
represented a range of ages (over 24) and were enrolled in 
various col lege ma jors^ Eight of the students were system 
leavers who left through voluntary withdrawal [SL 
(voluntary) I ; nine of the students were ins titution 
persisters [IP] who graduated from the community college. 

Exceptional cases were identified through college records and 
faculty and advisor recommendations based on informed 
judgments. A stratified random samjple was then chosen. 
[Adult wdrhen who left the college for legitimate reasons 
beyond their cohtrbl such as moving to follow a spouse were 
excluded from the study.]: 

1* System Leavers left cbllege when by pre-enrol Iment 

characteristics of good high schbbl grades, gbod AGT/SAT 
scores, and good college reading placement test scbres, they 
should have had no difficulty in cbl lege arid were predicted 

to have graduated. Most of the leavers dembristrated 

excellent to good grades before they dropped but which 
suggests positive ** "academic integration . " Most were 
married or single without children and had spouse or 
boyfriend support according to the faculty and advisors. 
Reasons for leaving were not necessarily due to financial 
prbblems or lack *of spouse, family, or boyfriend support that 
are often seen as barriers to **"social integration" and 
"academic integration . " 
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FIGURE 5 
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ristitutioh.Persister (IP) ; Th5se that graduated froin the cdmunity college 

ystem Persister (SP) ; Those that transferred to another educational institution 

ystem Leaver (SL): Those that left through acadefflic dismissal (A) or voluntary withdrawal (V) 



HSDED MlEft: students included in the study (exceptional cases) 



2. J4^stitutidnal Persisters persisted to ^^§<3u^tion 
when by pre-enrol Iment character istics of high ^chdbi grades, 
ftef/SAT scores, minority status^ and college rea^^in? 
placement test scores they should have had diffi^'^^ty in 
college and been unable to reach **"academic infcegratioh. " 
Faculty and advisors also indicated, that ma^y of.tliern had 
difficult home situations, financial prbblertis f a^i^ 
experienced personal setbacks while attending college that 
should have precluded **"social integration," 



Methods 

In-depth interviews were conducted v/ith the womeJ^ a<^Cbrdihg 
to the tenets of grounded theory in qualitative ^^se^j^^h. 
The interviews were taped and transcribed v^rb^ti^^i* They 
were conducted at the site of choice by the adul-tJ abQut half 
were conducted in a cjuiet room at the community <^oll©gg ^^d 
the rest were done at the place of work or th^ h^me • The 
author was alone with, the adult , although ffequef^tly ^^le 
to talk on an informal basis to other member^ of the family, 
friends, or co-workers before and after the inteJ^^i^Ws, 
in some cases the adults were phoned later to ci^i^ify words 
cpr ideas that were not clear on the tape or to a^^ more 
information that was sketchy in the interview^ 

A structured or focused intervi^^w guide control 
interviewer biasi The interviews were very opefi^'^^^^cj and 
the adults did a large ma jority of the talking. ^he 
interviews were coded and then analyzed for xecuxr^^^^ themes. 



Results ; 

Preliminary results based on the interviews suggest support 
for Tinto's concept of academic and social iritegr^tioti^ 
Integration into the__cbllege systems is impojrtant^ 
students • success, Hbwever ^ by looking at ejcceptioaaj cases 
in a qualitative research mode, hew insights have ^rnetged as 
to the dimensions of this integration The tesea^^h Suggests 
*a re-evaluation or a re-structUrihg_bf the_pt-6c^sS_invoived 
in academic and social integratibh fbr adult retu^^^iJ^s/ women 
in a community college setting. 



**Tihtb defines "academic integration" as grades ^nil 
intellectual development and "social integration" peer 
group and faculty interactions, (finto 1975) 
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Academic Integration:^ Academic integration should not 
necessarily be defined as good grades in college. The 
institution persisters actually had lower grades than the 
system leavers. The IP's indicated that, in order for therS 
to succeed, they had to juggle many roles as mother, primary 
wage earner, wife, student^ and even caretaker of parents. 
TO cope with this myriad of "role overloads," they lowered 
their expectations for grades in college and set limits on 
their capabilities. They were thus satisfied with a "G" or a 

fm. certain classes that they felt would be difficult for 
them given their academic backgrounds. This attitude also 
permeated their home life where they learned to ignore a 
messy house or dirty dishes and spent more time helping the 
kids with schoolwork, paying attention to the spouse or 
boyfriend, or doing their own academic work. 

System Leavers, on the other hand, often had excellent grades 
and two of the women dropped out when they had only a few 
roore^credits to complete. They often had high expectations 
for themselves and tried to be "super mom" or the "perfect 
little housewife." They weri5 apprehensive about getting low 
grades and felt that they had to do well academically to be 
successful. By using a definition of "good grades" to 
describe^academic integration, these women would have been 
predicted to graduate. 

According to the exceptional cases studied, "academic 
integration" had more relevance when it referred to other 
aspects of intellectual development. Institutional 
persisters often talked about their study habits and their 
learning processes and how this related to their school life 
and their home life. rwey were aware of how they coped 
within the college systems. They used writing as a medium 
for developing self awareness and problem solving. They 
often mentioned utilizing student services such as peer 
tutoring, career counseling, learning assistance, or study 
skiils^coursso. System leavers were much less arti5ulate in 
describing .^ow thef learned and often studied alone. They 
seldom used student services, even though they knew about 
them . 

The women interviewed did not necessarily distinguish between 
informal and formal contact with faculty and considered both 
types^, relationships part of their academic growth. 
Therefore It seems that faculty interaction mav belong more 
on the academic side rather than being considered a "social 
integration" characteristic. Situations related about 
instructors often revolved around assignments, learning; arid 
teaching sty] es as wel 1 as discussions of personal problems. 
In thetr contacts with faculty, institutional persisters had 
more formal and informal contact with faculty. System 
leavers often tried to "go it alone." 
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Social Integration; Social integration also took on an 
different meaning for adult women • For them it did not 
necessarily mean participating in peer _ group activities and 
involvement in social events at the cbl lege . In fact^ all 
the subjects interviewed exhibited the "parking lot 
syndrome?" that is they came to classes and left as soon as 
their classes were finished. They seldom took part in any of 
the organized student activities, saying that they had to get 
home to perform other duties . Thus , social life for these 
adults occurred in the classroom or informally between 
classes. institution persisters had positive contact' with . 
_ other students, both 'young and old. They socialized during 
lunch hour with students in the cafeteria and they studied 
together between classes i They en joyed group work in the 
classroom and made friends in their classes. System leavers 
made fewer friends and some of their friends were apt to be 
dropouts as well. They avoided participation in peer group 
classroom activities and often went to the library to work 
alone between classes. 



Scli3jitif ic and Educational Importance of Study 

Studying exceptional cases in a qualitative study lends an 
insight that is lacking in the current research. Student 
retention studies have focused on random samples and surveys 
with institutional persisters or systems leavers to come up 
with predictive models based* on the norm. This researcher 
sought to bolster the previous research by studying the 
problem from another per spective and focusing^ o the 
exceptions to the norm. Psychologists have often studied 
what they call "deviant cases" in order to gain insights into 
human behavior. Using the same premise, it was felt that 
looking at exceptions to the rule jin a qualitative manner) 
would add a richness to the current research. Qualitative 
research about student retention, by virtue of its methods, 
gives in-depth descriptions of processes involved in 
students' decisions to persist or leave ah institution. This 
results in information that is much more accurate and 
poignant than descriptions gleaned from surveys or 
institutional data bases. Therefore*, from a research 
standpoint , this study has a Unique focus and as such is an 
important contribution to the literature. 

From an educational and practical point of view> this 
research is important due to the growing concern. throughout 
the nation about the decreased enrol Iments in colleges. The 
retention and recruitment of returning women and of adult 
students may reverse this negative enrollment trend. (Frances 
1S8Q; O'Brien ±985) Implications from this research could 
re-define or expand on the definitions of "academic" and 
"social" i.itegration for adults so that comniunity colleges 
could direct their energies towards policies and activities 
that better facilitate academic and social integration of 
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adult^returriihg women. The added awareness of the factors 

could serve as a guideline to admissions counselors faculti 
and advisors when dealing with this select popuiafion! 
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